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Core Tip: Patients with coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) usually have respiratory symptoms, but
liver dysfunction is not an uncommon presentation. The degree of liver dysfunction is associated with
COVID-19 severity and prognosis. Nutrition has played a critical therapeutic and prognostic role in the
management of patients with COVID-19-related liver dysfunction. This review mainly focuses on the
possible relationship between COVID-19 and liver dysfunction, nutritional and metabolic characteristics,
nutritional status assessment, and nutrition therapy in patients with COVID-19 to provide a reference for
the nutritionists while making evidence-based nutritional decisions in the era of COVID-19.

Citation: Wang MK, Yu XL, Zhou LY, Si HM, Hui JF, Hou DY, Li WP, Yang JS. COVID-19 and liver
dysfunction: What nutritionists need to know. World J Gastroenterol 2022; 28(15): 1526-1535

URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/1007-9327/full/v28/i15/1526.htm

DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.3748/wjg.v28.i15.1526

INTRODUCTION

Since December 2019, novel coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) caused by severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus-2 (SARS-CoV-2) has been a major global health-related issue and has caused an
unprecedented pandemic[1,2]. As of January 2, 2022, a total of 288867634 confirmed cases of COVID-19
and 5437636 deaths have been reported worldwide[3]. The liver is one of the main organs involved in
nutrient metabolism, including protein synthesis, glycogen storage, and detoxification[4]. Studies have
shown that angiotensin-converting enzyme 2 (ACE2), a functional receptor that allows the entry of
SARS-CoV-2 into host cells, is expressed in cholangiocytes (59.7% of cells) and hepatocytes (2.6% of
cells), indicating that COVID-19-related liver dysfunction may occur through direct cytotoxicity due to
continuous viral replication within liver cells[5-8]. Additionally, COVID-19-related liver dysfunction
was observed in approximately 20%-30% of the infected patients, especially in critically ill patients, and
it was associated with poor outcomes[9-12]. Therefore, COVID-19-related liver dysfunction should not
be ignored.

Meanwhile, almost all patients with liver disease, especially those at an advanced stage, have signs of
malnutrition, including mineral and vitamin deficiency[13]. Micronutrient deficiencies may lead to
impaired immune responses, including improper cytokine secretion, secretory antibody alterations, and
antibody affinity, which increase the susceptibility to SARS-CoV-2 infection[14]. The malnutritional
status of the host can also be a virulence factor for SARS-CoV-2 infection[15]. In addition, the nutritional
status of COVID-19 patients with liver dysfunction is significantly related to the disease severity. An
evaluation of the patient’s nutritional status should not be ignored owing to the implications of
nutritional status on the susceptibility, course, severity, and responsiveness to therapies[16,17]. Tailored
nutritional therapy prescribed after evaluating the nutritional status has also been an integral part of the
comprehensive treatment for patients with COVID-19. This paper mainly focuses on a possible
relationship between COVID-19 and liver dysfunction, nutritional and metabolic characteristics,
nutritional status assessment, and nutrition therapy in patients with COVID-19.

COVID-19 AND LIVER DYSFUNCTION

Liver dysfunction has been reported in a significant proportion of COVID-19 patients, especially in
those with a severe illness[5]. Additionally, 2%-11% of patients with COVID-19 suffer from chronic liver
disease. The prevalence of liver dysfunction in COVID-19 ranged from 3.75% to 59.04%; most studies
reported a prevalence of 20%-30%[9-12]. A cross-sectional study reported that the prevalence of liver
dysfunction in patients with COVID-19 was 59.04%; of the 62 patients, 44 (70.9%) were male and 18
(29.03%) were female. The average hospital stay of patients with liver dysfunction was 15 d (range, 10-
16 d) compared with 10 d (range, 7-11 d) for patients with normal liver function[12]. In general, patients
with COVID-19 who develop liver dysfunction are mostly male, elderly, and obese[5]. Another
retrospective cohort study reported that of the 2273 COVID-19 patients at three hospitals in the
NewYork-Presbyterian network, 45% suffered from mild liver injury, 21% from moderate liver injury,
and 6.4% from severe liver injury. Patients with severe liver dysfunction had elevated levels of inflam-
matory markers, including ferritin and interleukin-6. They also suffered a worse clinical course,
including higher rates of intensive care unit (ICU) admission (69%), intubation (65%), renal replacement
therapy (33%), and mortality (42%)[10]. Several studies reported that the presence of liver dysfunction
was closely related to higher admission, as well as higher ICU admission and/or death. The
measurement of liver biochemical indexes might help the clinicians to evaluate the severity and
prognosis of patients with COVID-19[18-23]. The mechanisms of COVID-19-related liver dysfunction
may include direct viral cytopathic impairment, secondary liver injury resulting from a systemic inflam-
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matory response or hypoxia-reperfusion, stress-induced liver injury, drug-induced liver damage, and,
finally, exacerbation of the pre-existing liver diseases (Figure 1)[5,24-27]. Although COVID-19-related
liver injuries are often transient and reversible, physicians, dietitians, and nutritionists need to take
notice of the pre-existing liver damage, monitor liver function, improve supportive treatment, and
prevent the occurrence of drug-induced liver injury[28].

NUTRITIONAL AND METABOLIC CHARACTERISTICS OF PATIENTS WITH COVID-19

The main manifestation of patients with COVID-19 is high fever (range, 37.5-39.0 °C), which induces a
catabolic state, including impaired glucose utilization, and increased energy utilization and protein
breakdown. The metabolic effect of the temperature increase is said to be 10%-13% for every 1 °C
increase, which should be considered in the nutritional recommendations[29]. Additionally, great
influence on appetite and consciousness, and direct gastrointestinal damage may lead to nausea,
vomiting, diarrhea, and feeding intolerance, which may adversely affect the nutrient intake and
nutritional status[29]. Rouget et al[30] reported a high prevalence of malnutrition (37.5%) with 26%
severe malnutrition according to the Global Leadership Initiative on Malnutrition (GLIM) criteria in a
general cohort of patients with COVID-19. Bedock et al[31] reported that the overall incidence of
malnutrition in COVID-19 patients was 42.1% (moderate: 23.7%; severe: 18.4%), while the incidence of
malnutrition in patients admitted to the ICU reached 66.7% using the GLIM criteria. They found that
lower albumin levels were related to a higher risk of admission to the ICU, and this association was
independent of age and C-reactive protein levels. Li et al[32] found a high incidence (52.7%) of
malnutrition according to the Mini Nutritional Assessment (MNA) in 182 elderly patients with COVID-
19. Additionally, further regression analysis indicated that diabetes, low calf circumference, and low
albumin level were independent risk factors for malnutrition. Malnutrition can impair the hepatic
metabolic functions, and malnutrition alone can result in severe fatty liver[33].

NUTRITIONAL STATUS ASSESSMENT

According to the expert statements and practical guidance of the European Society for Clinical Nutrition
and Metabolism for the nutritional management of individuals with SARS-CoV-2 infection, COVID-19
patients at risk of poor outcomes and high mortality, namely, the elderly and individuals with multiple
comorbidities, should be assessed for malnutrition using the Malnutrition Universal Screening Tool
(MUST) criteria; for hospitalized patients, the Nutrition Risk Screening 2002 (NRS-2002) criteria should
be used[34]. Identification of the risk and presence of malnutrition should be conducted early in the
overall assessment of all patients with COVID-19 using criteria such as MUST or NRS-2002. Ganatra et al
[35] investigated and analyzed the nutritional risk and dietary intake of patients with COVID-19 and
provided data supporting nutritional intervention using the NRS-2002 criteria. The Subjective Global
Assessment criteria, the MNA criteria for geriatric patients, and the Nutrition Risk in Critically ill
(NUTRIC) criteria for ICU patients have been used to further assess patients with COVID-19 and are
accepted in clinical practice[36,37]. Zhang et al[38] reported that the modified NUTRIC score could be
applied to nutritional risk evaluation and prognosis indication in critically ill patients with COVID-19
[39]. Recently, the GLIM criteria for malnutrition diagnosis endorsed by clinical nutrition societies
worldwide have been used to assess the nutritional status of patients with COVID-19[30,31].

NUTRITION THERAPY FOR COVID-19-RELATED LIVER DYSFUNCTION

Currently, the fight against the COVID-19 epidemic is entering a decisive stage[38]. Evidence-based and
logical nutrition interventions can effectively improve the nutritional status and enhance the immunity,
and they are essential for preventing and managing viral infections[40]. Patients with mild clinical
manifestations or recovered patients who have returned home should rest in bed, carefully choose foods
and recipes, maintain an adequate supply of energy and nutrients (including drinking water), improve
their immune status, and speed up their recovery process. Severe, critically ill patients with COVID-19
often have loss of appetite and insufficient diet, which worsens their already weak immune system. For
these patients, subsequent nutritional support should be adopted, and specific nutritional treatment
plans should be formulated according to the general condition of the patient’s body, fluid intake, liver
and kidney functions, and glucose and lipid metabolism[41]. Ten expert recommendations for medical
nutritional therapy for patients with COVID-19 have been proposed by the Chinese Society for
Parenteral and Enteral Nutrition to further promote patient recovery, improve their treatment effects,
and reduce the mortality rate[42]. The main nutritional therapy recommendation is a five-step method,
including diet and nutrition education, oral nutritional supplements, tube feeding, supplemental
parenteral nutrition, and total parenteral nutrition[42].
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Figure 1 Mechanisms of coronavirus disease 2019-related liver dysfunction. COVID-19: Coronavirus disease 2019.
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Numerous studies have found that nutrition therapy measures for patients with COVID-19 mainly
include natural dietary supplements, vitamins, minerals, trace elements, and probiotics. A schematic
summarizing the nutritional interventions for COVID-19-related liver dysfunction and their possible
mechanisms is shown in Figure 2.

Natural dietary supplements

Rizzo et al[43] reviewed the properties of some vegetal products and their derivatives, including Lupin,
salvia, garlic, and extra-virgin olive oil (EVOO), and they found that intake of these products or their
extracts might prevent SARS-CoV-2 infection or improve the patients’ nutritional status. Lupin, salvia,
garlic, and EVOO have anti-oxidant, anti-inflammatory, or antiviral properties and can recover the
expression of ACE2 on the cell membrane, otherwise suppressed by SARS-CoV-2 binding and entry into
the cytoplasm. Sikander et al[6] provided information and summarized the effects of natural bioactive
antiviral, immunomodulatory, and hepatoprotective nutraceuticals (Silybum marianum, Solanum nigrum,
Cichorium intybus, Allium sativum, Glycyrrhiza glabra, Phyllanthus amarus, Withania somnifera, Curcuma
longa, and other hepatoprotective agents) that might be explored in managing COVID-19-induced liver
dysfunction. Additionally, omega-3 long-chain polyunsaturated fatty acids (omega-3 LC-PUFAs) might
also have effects on different stages of viral infection, including virus entry and replication, and help
improve the inflammatory balance. An optimized omega-3 PUFA status, considering both the omega-3
precursor alpha-linolenic acid and long-chain derivatives, such as eicosapentaenoic acid and docosahex-
aenoic acid, might be helpful in preventing infectious diseases, including COVID-19[44].

Vitamins

Accumulating data have demonstrated that vitamin deficiency could be a risk factor for SARS-CoV-2
infection and it affects the COVID-19 susceptibility and prognosis[45]. For instance, vitamin A
deficiency increases the severity of the disease, and appropriately timed intake during recovery reduces
the death risk and speeds up the recovery. Studying interactions of vitamin A metabolism with SARS-
CoV-2 infection may thus provide improved COVID-19 treatment[46]. Vitamin D deficiency may
decrease the ability of the immune system to defend against COVID-19 and cause progression to severe
disease[47]. Vitamin K deficiency may be a potentially modifiable risk factor for severe COVID-19; the
mechanism is pneumonia-induced extrahepatic vitamin K consumption, resulting in accelerated elastic
fiber damage and thrombosis[48]. Vitamins A, B, C, D, and E have been shown to be potentially
beneficial in fighting against COVID-19 by exerting antioxidant and immunomodulatory effects,
increasing natural barriers, and causing local paracrine signaling[49]. Additionally, vitamins can serve
as epigenetic modifiers to enhance the immunity and reduce the inflammatory response in patients with
COVID-19 and noncommunicable diseases. Combined vitamin therapy can improve the health in a
more personalized manner or help in the prevention of infectious diseases in patients at risk for COVID-
19[50]. Molecular simulations also suggest that vitamins, steroids, and retinoids may serve as ligands in
the free fatty acid pocket of the SARS-CoV-2 spike protein and may thus provide a promising strategy
for prophylaxis or therapeutics[51]. Supplements with vitamins A, B, C, D, E, and K may represent a
cheap and safe approach and can be used as adjuvant therapy together with antiviral medicines in
managing COVID-19[45,52]. However, caution must be exercised when recommending vitamin supple-
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Figure 2 Scheme showing the effects of nutritional interventions against coronavirus disease 2019-related liver dysfunction and their
possible mechanisms. SARS-CoV-2: Severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus-2; COVID-19: Coronavirus disease 2019.
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mentation during the COVID-19 pandemic because the effects of hypervitaminosis can be serious,
especially of fat-soluble vitamins A, D, and E[49]. More robust data from randomized controlled trials
are needed in the near future.

Minerals and trace elements

Zinc (Zn) supplementation may inhibit SARS-CoV-2 virus replication, increase mucociliary clearance,
and stimulate and activate the natural antiviral response of the immune system in patients with COVID-
19[52]. Derwand et al[53] have also reported that the application of the combination therapy of Zn, low-
dose hydroxychloroquine, and azithromycin to COVID-19 outpatients as early as possible after
symptom onset resulted in significantly fewer hospitalizations and mortality rates.

Selenium (Se), one of the essential trace elements in the human body, has antioxidant and immunity-
boosting effects that may induce a strong antiviral effect[54]. Recently, it was reported that the Se status
was positively correlated with the survival rate of COVID-19 patients according to an exploratory study
on the Se status in healthy individuals and patients with COVID-19 in the southern part of India[55]. Se
has long been considered to help fight different viruses, such as herpes simplex virus type 1, influenza
virus, Coxsackie virus, hepatitis C virus, and human immunodeficiency virus; the potential application
of nano-Se may play an important role in combating COVID-19 in the future[54]. Nutrition inter-
ventions that ensure an adequate status of Zn, Se, and vitamin D could protect against infection with the
novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 and retard the course of COVID-19. Meanwhile, the initiation of
adequate supplementation of Se in high-risk population immediately after the time of suspected SARS-
CoV-2 infection is recommended[56].

Magnesium (Mg) is important for the activation of vitamin D and plays a protective role against
oxidative stress. Mg deficiency increases the endothelial cell susceptibility to oxidative stress, induces
endothelial dysfunction, decreases fibrinolysis, and increases coagulation. Mg-deficiency in animals and
humans may lead to suppressed immune responses. However, upon supplementation with Mg, a
partial or nearly full reversal of immunodeficiency occurs. Since Mg and vitamin D are important for
immune function and cellular resilience, deficiency of either of the two micronutrients may contribute to
cytokine storms in COVID-19 infection[57]. Furthermore, a low Mg status may induce the transition
from mild to critical clinical manifestations of COVID-19[58]. Additionally, a recent review summarized
the effect of Mg supplementation on various types of disorders and diseases, providing a reference
supporting the possibility of Mg supplementation for supportive therapy of COVID-19 patients[59].
Additional epidemiological, basic, and clinical research on the potential role of Mg deficiency in
COVID-19 is needed.

Copper (Cu) is an important micronutrient for both pathogens and hosts during viral infection. It has
the capability of contact killing of several viruses, including SARS-CoV-2[60]. Enrichment of plasma Cu
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levels was hypothesized to boost both innate and adaptive immunity; Cu may have preventive and
therapeutic effects against COVID-19[60]. A better understanding of Cu signaling, safety, assessment
and interpretation methods, administration route, and dosage could open up new perspectives
regarding the administration of therapeutic Cu to critically ill patients with COVID-19. Andreou et al[61]
found that the combined use of Cu, colchicine, N-acetylcysteine, and nitric oxide (NO) with candidate
antiviral agents, such as remdesivir or EIDD-2801, might be a potential treatment scheme for COVID-19.
Physicians should consider Cu insufficiency in critically ill patients with COVID-19 and pay attention to
Cu toxicity and estimate the adverse responses according to the Cu dose, and severity of Cu limitation,
as well as the duration of Cu imbalance[62].

Probiotics

Beneficial live microbes in humans and animals are known as probiotics, and the chemical compounds
that increase the probiotic growth rate are termed prebiotics[63]. SARS-CoV-2 infection is closely related
to immune dysfunction and gut microbiota alterations. Delineating the mechanisms of probiotics,
prebiotics, and a diet that promotes immunity and protects against SARS-CoV-2 presents possibilities of
identifying microbial therapies to prevent and treat COVID-19[64]. Probiotics can exert beneficial effects
by manipulating the gut microbiome, suppressing the gut opportunistic pathogens, decreasing the
translocation of opportunistic organisms in the gut, activating the mucosal immunity, and modulating
the innate and adaptive immune responses. Probiotics may be used as potential candidates to treat
moderate and severe COVID-19 patients due to their benefits, including safety, ease of administration,
high availability, and cost-effectiveness[65]. Emerging evidence has shown the role of gut microbiota in
liver diseases through immune system cross-talk[66]. There is a lack of evidence that probiotics can
directly inhibit SARS-CoV-2 infection, and probiotic therapy in COVID-19-related liver dysfunction is
also not very effective. However, probiotics may be potentially helpful in the treatment of patients with
severe COVID-19 and liver dysfunction[67].

CONCLUSION

Patients with COVID-19 usually have respiratory symptoms, but liver dysfunction is not an uncommon
presentation and can lead to a delay in diagnosis and management[68]. Nutrition and immune statuses
are two critical aspects of the successful fight against COVID-19[55]. Prevention, diagnosis, and
treatment of malnutrition should be routinely recommended in the management of patients with
COVID-19, especially in those with liver dysfunction[34,69]. Nutritional therapy is a basic treatment and
one of the core contents of comprehensive treatment measures for patients with COVID-19. Evidence-
based effective nutritional therapy should be based on reasonable and indexed nutritional evaluation
[70].

Studies have shown that nutrition therapy measures, including natural dietary supplements,
vitamins, minerals, trace elements, and probiotics, might have potential hepatoprotective effects against
COVID-19-related liver dysfunction via their antioxidant, antiviral, anti-inflammatory, and positive
immunomodulatory effects. Combination therapy strategies and personalized nutritional and
behavioral approaches can be developed in the COVID-19 era[52,71]. Additionally, the risk of excessive
intake of some nutrients due to the popularity of dietary supplements exists, and dietitians” use of foods
with protective effects against diseases has increased during the pandemic. Hence, consumers, patients,
and nutritionists should be educated on the rational use of dietary supplements and health-protecting
behaviors that can protect against COVID-19 for acute treatment, recovery, and prevention of chronic
condition[72,73]. Moreover, additional tools and training are needed to optimize remote nutritional
consultations, except for telemedicine, which have good prospects for dietary consultation[74].
Currently, many patients with COVID-19 have liver dysfunction, but nutritional studies related to this
topic are not adequate. As nutritionists, it is our responsibility and obligation to facilitate further
research in this area.
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